Faith Today 


Week 4 


What is Courage? 


" Our perfection does not consist in performing extraordinary actions, but 
rather in performing extraordinarily well, the ordinary actions of every day," 


says Catherine McAuley, Irish born foundress of the Sisters of Mercy. 


Is it possible to be courageous or brave in ordinary actions of every day? 
Or is courage a virtue which is found only in the most extraordinary acts? Philosophers 
have for centuries enjoyed thinking about this question. Some of their answers 
may be helpful to us today in our attempt to better understand how courage may 


apply to our omm lives. 


Plato, a Greek philosopher of the fifth century B.C.) thought that courage 
was the particular virtue of soldiers. Aristotle, his follower, agreed: "The 
courageous man will be one who is fearless in the face of an honourable death, 
or of some sudden threat of death; and it is in war that such situations chiefly 


occur," 


Aristotle gave a detailed analysis of the virtue of courage; he argued 
that it was an action that fell between the two extremes of rashness an} cowardliness. 
Therefore, a person who had no fear at all would lack as much. courage as a person 
*who was totally paralized by fear. rH 8 ae “ ~ Aristotle 
concluded that only the person " who faces and fears ( or similarly feels 
confident about) the right things for the right reason and in the right way and 


at the right time is courageous." 


The greek philosopher also recognized that different acts might be 
courageous for different people, because not everyone fears the same thing. 
One person might be naturally more brave than another, so that am act which 
would come easily to the braver person might dewrend a great deal of courage from 
the less brave person. The key to this process is to know our own fears and to 


‘hose to act courageoudy in the face of our own personality. 


St. Thomas Aquinas, the twelth century Osminican theologian, called 


t 


courage a ‘cardinal ' virtue’ -- » in . volume 42 of his Summa Theo logiae. 
He described courage as the capacity to chose to overcome our fears so that we can 
act in the most reasonable way. St. Thomas selected two aspects of courage to 
emphasize which were drawn from the earlier association of courage with battles--- 
attack and endurance. The courageous person then is one who attacks a problem 

with just the right amount of forcefulness and who remains steadfast in the 


midst of the struggle until the end. 


A more contemporary approach to the viftue of courage is offered— 
by a Catholic philosopher from Leeds, England by the name of Peter Geach. Fearing 
that people are more and more considering virtue as a quality to be admired only 
in heros , Geach argues that courage is " an everyday virtue that is to be 


expected of us". 


In his recent work entitled The Virtues Geach offers several examples of 


ordinary situations in which courage is found: 


There is first of all the courage of the laborer: " Without a great deal 
of patient endurance and of courage in emergencies coal would not be mined nor 
steel forged nor the seas fished; our society rests on the shoulders of these 


brave men." 


Then, there is the courage of mothers: "People would often not be born 
but for the courage of their mothers; this truth is more obvious nowadays when 


motherhood is more a matter of choice." 


Children have frequent opportunities for courage even in their times of 
play: " Nobody who was thoroughly cowardly would play physically demanding games, 


or climb a mountain, or ride a horse or bicycle." 


Finally, every person needs courage in times of serieous illness or 
death. " Courage is what we all need in the end; we all 
have to die, and for none of us can the possibility be excluded of dying nastily, 


in gf@at pain, or after a long disabling illness." 
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What is it that makes courage especially a Christian virtue? Jesus 
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spoke to his disciples on the night before he died: " In the world you will 


have trouble, but be brave: I have conquered the world." (John 16:33) 


When we seek to overcome our fears, to provide a plan of action, or to 
remain steadfast until the end out of a love for Christ and in union with Hin, 
then the source of our courage springs from the grace which flows from God 


rather than simpLy from the strength of our own will. 


There are so many opportunities to practice the virtue of courage in 
the contemporary world, in our work, our homes, or in the cities and countryside. 
Peter Geach concludes: " Courage is constantly needed in the ordinary course 
of the world." If we begin to practice acts of courage in these daily situations 
then we will begin to realize Catherine McAuley's dictum that the road to perfection 


consists in performing extraordinarily well the ordinary actions of every day. 
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